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Small Satellite Regulation in the U.S.
• Small satellite operators in the U.S. are subject to a range of regulatory requirements 
by a variety of federal agencies, including:
• Federal Communications Commission (FCC)
• National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
• Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)
• Department of State
• Department of Commerce
• While small satellite operators are likely to deal with most of these agencies at some 
point, obtaining a satellite authorization from the FCC and complying with the FCC’s 
rules will likely be one of the more significant regulatory hurdles for new operators
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The Federal Communications Commission
• The FCC regulates use of spectrum in the United States by non-federal entities
• i.e. use spectrum by entities who are not part of, or operating on behalf of, the federal 
government
• The FCC issues licenses and other authorizations for all manner of operations that 
rely on the use of radio frequencies, including broadcast TV stations, wireless 
networks, and, most importantly, satellites 
• Any non-federal satellite that will be transmitting into the U.S. or any ground station 
transmitting to a satellite from the U.S. requires a valid FCC authorization
• Failure to comply with the FCC’s rules can result in enforcement actions by the FCC, 
including significant financial penalties
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Two Broad Classes of Non-Geostationary Orbit (NGSO) 
Satellite Systems
Long Duration Missions 
• Usually large constellations (hundreds or thousands of operational satellites)
• Commercial projects generally with significant capital investments  
• Exclusive use of FSS frequencies 
• Existing regulatory framework (Part 25 of FCC Rules), recently streamlined (September 2017, 
with additional changes in November 2020) 
Short Duration Missions 
• Smaller satellites 
• Small number of satellites in the constellation 
• Non-commercial or early start-up phase 
• Some currently licensed in the experimental radio service (Part 5 of FCC Rules) or in the 
amateur-satellite service (Part 97 of FCC Rules) 
• Streamlined small satellite process (final rules adopted in August 2019 in Part 25 of FCC rules 
to accommodate some of these missions)
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FCC Satellite Authorization Procedures
• The FCC issues licenses for both the ground segment (earth stations) and space segment 
(space stations) of a satellite system
• The FCC has a variety of options for satellite authorizations:
• Commercial (Part 25)
• Experimental (Part 5)
• Amateur (Part 97)
• The appropriate authorization for each operator will depend on a case-by-case assessment of 
the facts. The authorization type selected will have significant impact on the application 
process, including such factors as:
• The information that must be filed
• Protections afforded by the authorization
• Conditions on operations
• Which Bureau, division, or office within the FCC reviews and grants the application
• Cost
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Streamlined Small Satellite Licensing
• In 2019 the FCC adopted new rules to accommodate licensing of small satellites meeting 
certain characteristics on a streamlined basis
• The rules provide an intermediate-level authorization that may be useful for operators who 
are ready to begin commercial operations, but not ready for a full Part 25 license
• Satellite systems must satisfy certain criteria to qualify
• 10 or fewer satellites (per authorization)
• In-orbit lifetime of 6 years or less for each satellite
• Maximum satellite wet mass of 180 kg
• Must deploy below 600 km unless equipped with propulsion
• Low risk from an orbital debris perspective
• Must be able to share spectrum with other operators
• Lower application and regulatory fees compared to regular Part 25 licenses
• Provides a 13-month grace period from posting of the surety bond
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Orbital Debris Mitigation
• The FCC regulates orbital debris mitigation for satellites operated by non-federal 
entities operating in the United States
• Focus of the FCC’s rules is on safe and responsible end-of-life disposal of satellites
• The rules generally involve application-stage disclosure requirements, but include 
some operational requirements
• The FCC adopted major updates to its rules in April 2020, including:
• Incorporating debris mitigation standards set by NASA
• Including additional disclosure requirements
• Requiring operators to take all possible steps to mitigate collision upon receipt of a 
conjunction warning




• In December 2020, the FCC significantly reduced the fees paid by applicants for 
satellite licenses:
• Streamlined Small Satellite: $2,175 (reduced from $30,000)
• Regular Part 25 NGSO: $15,050 (reduced from $471,575)
• The reductions in application fees may influence when operators decide to transition 
from a small satellite license to a regular Part 25 license, although there remain 
several advantages to the small satellite license (e.g. bond grace period, simplified 
and streamlined application processing)
• These reduced application fees are not yet in effect
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Regulatory Fees
• The FCC recovers the regulatory costs associated with its enforcement, policy and 
rulemaking, user information, and international activities.
• Satellite licensees that have launched and are operating their satellites are required 
to pay annual regulatory fees in addition to the application fees associated with 
regular Part 25 and streamlined small satellite applications.
• Once the small satellite systems authorized under the streamlined rules are launched 
and operating, they will be subject to annual regulatory fees. 
• The FCC expects it will adopt regulatory fees for streamlined small satellite systems 
starting in 2022 and will seek comment on a proposed fee later this year.
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Status of FCC Rule Updates
• Streamlined small satellite rules went into effect in August 2020
• Several streamlined small satellite-like applications have since been granted by the 
FCC
• Most of the FCC’s revised orbital debris mitigation are not yet in effect
• Most of the revised rules are subject to additional procedural requirements
• Some of the revised rules are also subject to petitions for reconsideration filed by 
interested parties
• The FCC’s further rulemaking on orbital debris mitigation remains an open 
proceeding
• The revised application fees are not yet in effect and regulatory fees have not been 
adopted 
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